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(54) Application usage time limiter 

(57) An application usage time limiter monitors cer- 
tain pre-configured application programs when opened 
or otherwise executed on a computer (e.g. a PC). The 
application usage time limiter is itself a program running 
either as a front end to various selected programs for 
monitoring, or as a separate program running in a time- 
sharing operating system environment. Pre-configura- 
ble options in a usage limiter configuration file or other 
memory area are set to limit real time ranges that partic- 
ular application programs on a particular computer can 
be started and run, and a limit to a length of time that a 
specific program (or category of programs) can be oper- 
ated given a number of available credits for a current 
user. The user is given credits at a pre-configured rate 
per hour of usage of an application program designated 
in the usage limiter configuration file as being beneficial, 
and the user gives back (or looses) credits at a pre-con- 
figured rate per hour of usage for use of programs des- 
ignated as non-beneficial. Preferably, continued usage 
of beneficial programs is detected, e.g., by keystrokes. 
Application programs selected for monitoring in the 
usage limiter configuration file can be identified on an 
application by application basis, as a specific category 
of applications identifiable when the particular applica- 
tion is started, or as being stored in a specific directory 
(e.g., folder in a Windows™ operating system). A credit- 
giving (i.e., beneficial program) must be run by a partic- 
ular user to earn credits before a credit-taking (i.e., non- 
beneficial program) can be run by that user. Up front 
credits may be provided to a particular user in a user 
log. 
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Description 

Field Of The Invention 

[0001] This invention relates generally to computer s 
application programs. More particularly, it relates to a 
control method and apparatus for flexibly encouraging 
educational or otherwise beneficial programs and for 
discouraging non-educational or otherwise non-benefi- 
cial computer application programs. 10 



Background Of R*>i a t^ fl rt 

[0002] Computers are wonderful devices. They can 
do everything, from business to entertainment to teach- 75 
ing. Because of all the benefits and because of the 
importance of the computer in today's society, parents 
or guardians often want to encourage their children to 
use a computer. 

[0003] However, there is more to life than just the 20 
computer, and parents often want their children to bal- 
ance their use of the computer, or at least the particular 
application programs used on the computer, perhaps 
because they may be afraid that they will spend too 
much time on the computer to the detriment of other 25 
learning experiences. 

[0004] Parental or guardian involvement is an 
important key to a child's education. However, many 
people have very busy lives and must balance aspects 
such as family and work. Thus, computer usage may 30 
not be monitored by a parent at all times that a child is 
using it, either for practical reasons or because the par- 
ent wants to instill responsibility in their children without 
being overprotective. 

[0005] To this end, the parent or guardian of a child 35 
using a computer may want to limit the child's use of 
certain non-educational or otherwise non-beneficial 
programs (e.g., computer games), and to encourage 
the use of other, educational or otherwise beneficial pro- 
grams (e.g., educational programs). 40 
[0006] Since parents are not always able to monitor 
every minute of computer usage, a conventional tech- 
nique for automatically limiting usage of a particular 
computer application is to use a built in time limit for a 
particular period of play. These conventional programs as 
do limit the length of play, but typically do not limit the 
number of plays. This may be because computer game 
companies may not find it in their best interest to limit 
the amount of time that a given game sold by them can 
be played. Moreover, these time limiting games typically so 
relate only to the game being played, and not to other, 
unrelated application programs (or programs by another 
vendor). Thus, a child having free access to a computer 
may be able to play many different games (or other non- 
beneficial programs) for as long as they like, changing 55 
games or vendors as the game time limits expire 
essentially rendering useless the intent of the time limit- 
ing function of the individual games. 



[0007] There is thus a need for a technique and 
apparatus for more effectively limiting the use of a com- 
puter for certain non-educational or otherwise non-ben- 
eficial application programs, while at the same time 
encouraging use of the computer for preferred, educa- 
tional or otherwise beneficial application programs. 

Summary Of The Irwentirm 

[0008] in accordance with the principles of the 
present invention, an application usage time limiter 
comprises a time limiter, and a usage limiter configura- 
tion file including at least one entry associating a first 
application program with a number of credits given 
based on usage of the first application program, and at 
least one entry associating a second application pro- 
gram with a number of credits taken away based on 
usage of the second application program. The applica- 
tion usage time limiter limits use of the second applica- 
tion program based on a number of available credits for 
a particular user. 

[0009] A method of limiting usage of a non-benefi- 
cial application program on a computer comprises mon- 
itoring an amount of usage of a beneficial application 
program. An amount of allowed usage of a non-benefi- 
cial application program is credited based on the moni- 
tored amount of usage of the beneficial application 
program. 

B rief Description Of Th e Drawing* 

[0010] Features and advantages of the present 
invention will become apparent to those skilled in the art 
from the following description with reference to the 
drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 shows a block diagram of an exemplary appli- 
cation usage time limiter providing a halt signal to 
an operating system or relevant application pro- 
gram as necessary based on the availability of 
credits for a particular user or group of users, in 
accordance with the principles of the present inven- 
tion. 

Fig. 2 shows exemplary entries in a usage limiter 
configuration file shown in Fig. 1. 

Fig. 3 shows exemplary entries in a user file shown 
in Fig. 1 . 

Fig. 4 shows exemplary entries in a monitor log 
shown in Fig. 1 . 

Figs. 5A and 5B show an exemplary process flow 
diagram showing operation of the application usage 
time limiter shown in Fig. 1 . 
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Detailed Description Of Illustrative Embodiments 

[0011] The present invention relates to a configura- 
ble application usage time lirniterthat limits the amount 
of time a certain application program can be run within 5 
a given time limit. Using the application usage time lim- 
iter, a parent or guardian can configure certain applica- 
tion programs for monitoring, and then limit the amount 
of time each user (e.g., child) spends on programs pre- 
configured as being non-beneficial (e.g., non-educa- w 
tional) based on an amount of time that beneficially con- 
figured application programs were run by the same 
user. 

[0012] Fig. 1 shows a block diagram of an exem- 
plary application usage time limiter providing a halt sig- 15 
nal to an operating system or relevant application 
program as necessary based on the availability of cred- 
its for a particular user or group of users, in accordance 
with the principles of the present invention. 
[0013] In particular, in Fig. 1, an application usage 20 
time limiter 100 includes a time limiter 104 function as 
well as a continual program use detector 106. 
[0014] The application usage time limiter 100 moni- 
tors certain pre -configured or otherwise identified pro- 
grams when opened, started, or otherwise executed on 25 
a computer (e.g. a PC). The application usage time lim- 
iter 100 is itself a program running either as a front end 
to various selected programs for monitoring, or as a 
background program running in a time-sharing operat- 
ing system environment (e.g., Windows™). 30 
[0015] As a "front end", the application usage time 
limiter 100 would only allow the program to start if cer- 
tain configurable conditions were met (e.g., if a credit 
has been earned by operation of an educational or other 
credit giving program). As a background monitoring 35 
operating system based program, the application usage 
time limiter 100 would have the ability to terminate or 
severely restrict the operation of any pre- configured 
application programs that did not meet pre-determined 
credit requirements for the particular user. 40 
[0016] In the disclosed embodiments, the applica- 
tion usage time limiter 100 is an application program 
itself, started during the initial boot procedure of the rel- 
evant computer. Ideally, the application program will be 
password protected from termination. The usage moni- as 
tor will detect and log the startup (and termination) of all 
application programs started after it. 
[0017] The time limiter 104 provides a suitable halt 
application program signal 137 to an operating system 
(e.g., Windows™). 50 
[0018] The Application usage time limiter 100 
accesses a number of configuration and monitoring 
files, e.g., a usage limiter configuration file 200, a moni- 
tor log 300, and a user log 400 as necessary. The con- 
figuration and monitoring files 200, 300, 400 may be any 55 
suitable file, e.g., an Excel™ or other database file, or 
may simply be locations in memory or on a hard drive 
associating particular data. 



[0019] For added security, the monitor log 300 may 
be encrypted to prevent modification or deletion of 
entries therein in an attempt to bypass the usage limita- 
tions. Moreover, to prevent deletion of the monitor log 
300 entirely in an attempt to bypass the usage limita- 
tions, if the monitor log 300 doesn't exist, or is not in the 
expected directory, reconfiguration by the parent or 
guardian is required before any applications are permit- 
ted to run. 

[0020] Fig. 2 shows exemplary entries 202-210 in a 
usage limiter configuration file 200, Fig. 3 shows exem- 
plary entries 402-408 in a user log 400, and Fig. 4 
shows exemplary entries 302-312 in a monitor log 300. 
[0021 ] The time limiter 1 04 may receive information 
about starting application programs either directly from 
a controlling processor in the computer or PC, and/or 
through an external interface 102 to another computer 
device. The external interface 102 may be any suitable 
data interface, e.g., serial such as RS-232, parallel such 
as RS-422 or Centronix, Universal Serial Bus (USB), 
etc. 

[0022] The time limiter 104 utilizes one or more tim- 
ers 108 as necessary to determine durations of opera- 
tion of particular pre-configured application programs in 
allocating credits given or credits taken for a particular 
user. Upon expiration of all credits for a particular user, 
or when a user's minimum number of credits (e.g., zero 
or a negative number) have been exceeded, the time 
limiter 104 activates a timeout warning module 110. 
[0023] The timeout warning module 110 may notify 
the user of the credit deficiency in any appropriate audi- 
ble or visual manner. For instance, a pop-up window on 
a suitable display 1 12 in a Windows™ operating system 
environment may pause or halt the relevant non-benefi- 
cial program, warning the user that credits have expired. 
A small amount of time may be provided to the user to 
allow them to manually save parameters of the non- 
beneficial program before it is terminated in response to 
the halt signal 137. 

[0024] The time limiter 104 may also access a real 
time clock 114 to determine whether or not any moni- 
tored application program, beneficial or non-beneficial, 
is pre-configured for use at that particular time. 
[0025] As shown in Fig. 2, pre-configurable options 
in the usage limiter configuration file 100 or other mem- 
ory area are set to limit, e.g., real time ranges (column 
222) that particular application programs on a particular 
computer can be started and run, and a limit to a length 
of time that a specific program (or category of pro- 
grams) can be operated given a number of available 
credits for a current user. 

[0026] The user is given credits at a pre-configured 
rate per hour of usage (column 224) of an application 
program designated in the usage limiter configuration 
file as being beneficial, and the user gives back (or 
looses) credits at a pre-configured rate per hour of 
usage (column 226) for use of programs designated as 
non-beneficial. 
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[0027] Preferably, continued usage of beneficial 
programs is determined in an appropriate matter, e g 
by at least one keystroke or mouse selection per minute 
m the relevant beneficial program, etc., to avoid allowing 
a user to earn unearned credits for a beneficial program 
which is started (e.g., opened In a Windows™ operating 
system) but not actively being used by the user. 
[0028] Application programs selected for monitor- 
ing in the usage limiter configuration file 100 can be 
identified on an application by application basis as a 
specific category of applications identifiable when the 
particular application is started, or as being stored in a 
specific directory (e.g., folder in a Windows™ operating 
system), as identified in column 220 as shown in Fig. 2 
[0029] For example, usage of an educational pro- 
gram, category of programs, or folder of programs may 
be configured as being "credit giving" applications by 
placing an appropriate number of credits per hour in col- 
umn 224 in the usage limiter configuration file 200 
and/or by placing a zero in the credits taken per hour 
column 226 as exemplified by entries 206 and 208 
shown in Fig. 2. Similarly, to be pre-configured as a 
credit-taking program, an appropriate number of credits 
cost per hour should be a non-zero positive number in 
the credits taken per hour column 226, while the 
number of credits given per hour would be zero as 
exemplified by entries 202, 204 shown in Fig. 2. 
[0030] in accordance with the principles of the 
present invention, at least one beneficial application 
program pre-configured into an entry in the usage lim- 
iter configuration file 200 must be run for a sufficient 
amount of time to earn at least one credit before a simi- 
lar amount of time of a non-beneficial application pro- 
gram can be run. In other words, a credit-giving (i e 
beneficial program) must be run by a particular user to 
earn credits before a credit-taking (i.e., non-beneficial 
program) can be run by that user. Of course, the princi- 
ples of the present invention relate equally to providing 
the user with up-front credits so that they may start with 
a credit-taking, non-beneficial program until their up- 
front credits run out. 

[0031] Up front credits may be provided to a partic- 
ular user in a user log 400 or other memory storage as 
shown in Fig. 3. 

[0032] In particular, Fig. 3 shows an exemplary 
association between individual users (or groups of 
users) and the number of credits that remain in an 
appropriate entry in the user log 400. Preferably, the 
credits remaining are unchanged through computer 
power-downs (i.e., they are non-volatile). 
[0033] Using the user log 400, a parent or guardian 
may add or remove a number of credits for any particu- 
lar user by altering the appropriate user's entry 402-408 
in the user log 400. In this way, non-computer related 
activities may be manually included in the calculation for 
number of credits earned or lost, e.g., a bad report card 
from school may prompt a parent or guardian to deduct 
a certain number of credits for that user irrespective of 



their use of a beneficial application program. 
[0034] As an operating example, Dad and Mom 
have told their son Billy that he can play his non-benefi- 
cial karate game as long as he has also been using his 
5 beneficial educational game that helps build vocabulary 
for an equal amount of time. So for every hour that the 
beneficial vocabulary game has been used, the non- 
beneficial karate game is permitted to be used based on 
an equal number of credits given per hour for the vocab- 
10 ulary game as the number of credits taken per hour for 
the karate game. As his allotted time using the karate 
game comes to an end, a pop up window indicates that 
time is running out. At this point, Billy would have time to 
save the status of the karate game or whatever else he 
15 may want to do before the karate game is terminated by 
the halt signal 1 37 from the time limiter 1 04. 
[0035]- Parents or guardians can configure the 
application usage time limiter 100 to, e.g., send friendly 
reminders as time expires, or even immediately shut 
20 down a program at the end of the allotted period of time. 
[0036] Application program names may be added to 
the usage limiter configuration file 100 in any suitable 
fashion, e.g., by typing the program name into the key- 
board, by browsing and selecting the appropriate pro- 
25 gram, by placement of the executable portion of the 
application program in a particular folder identified as 
being subject to the parameters in the configuration file 
etc. Preferably, a suitable application program provides 
a user interface to allow easy changes to the usage lim- 
30 iter configuration file 1 00. Ideally, changes to the usage 
limiter configuration file 100 will require a password, 
e.g., known only to the parent or guardian. 
[0037] As a further example, this imaginary family 
includes a daughter Sally. Sally doesn't desire to play 
35 otherwise termed non-beneficial games on the compu- 
ter, but instead tends to play math games for hours on 
end, to the detriment of other homework or skills. In this 
case, the application usage time limiter 100 may be 
configured to only allow her to use the otherwise bene- 
40 ficial math program for a given total amount of time in a 
day, to provide her with sufficient time to finish other 
school work, practice her music lessons, read, etc. 
[0038] In this way, an otherwise beneficial program 
not conventionally subject to time or other usage limita- 
45 tions can be limited for certain users (e.g., Sally), and 
encouraged for other users (e.g., Billy). 
[0039] As this exemplary family gets many non- 
beneficial and beneficial programs, Mom and Dad can 
configure categories or lists (and/or computer folders) of 
so programs in the usage limiter configuration file 200 for 
use by the application usage time limiter 100. This way 
for example, Billy can play any non-beneficial game in a 
given category or folder, but only after using any "credit- 
ing" or beneficial game in another folder (e.g., in an edu- 
55 cational program category or folder) for a given total 
amount of time. 

[0040] Each user can be provided with a separate 
"account" or user log entry for access by the application 
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usage time limiter 100, as shown in Fig. 3. The compu- 
ter can query the user for a name and password before 
allowing access to any programs under its monitoring 
configuration control. 

[0041] Monitored usage of programs can similarly 5 
be maintained separately for different users by providing 
separate usage limiter configuration files 200 for sepa- 
rate users. 

[0042] Preferably, the application usage time limiter 
100 not only monitors which application programs are w 
run, but may also monitor to be sure that the beneficial, 
credit-giving applications programs which are loaded 
are actually being run over time, e.g., not simply mini- 
mized. For instance, the continual program use detector 
106 may not only determine if the application program 15 
window is not minimized, but it may also make sure that 
there are occasional mouse or keyboard input to that 
application program to minimize the likelihood that the 
child or user is merely opening the "crediting" program 
without actually operating it throughout the required 20 
time. 

[0043] Moreover, while the present embodiments 
relate to a measured length of usage, a quality of usage 
may also be monitored. For instance, the user may be 
occasionally tested for information retention based on 25 
the utilized portions of the beneficial program. The 
higher the result of the testing, the higher the presumed 
quality of the usage of the beneficial program. 
[0044] Usage of a particular application program 
can be restricted to certain days and hours using col- 30 
umn 222 of the usage limiter configuration file 200 
shown in Fig. 2. As an example, Mom and Dad may not 
want anyone accessing the Internet after 10 p.m. In this 
case, they can configure the usage limiter configuration 
file 200 to limit the operation of an Internet browser pro- 35 
gram such as Microsoft Explorer™, Netscape Naviga- 
tor™, and/or even Internet access programs such as 
America OnLine™ to the hours between noon and 9pm, 
as shown by entry 202 in Rg. 2. These type usage 
restrictions can apply to all users based on time of day 40 
if the usage limiter configuration file 200 applies to all 
users, or can be based on particular users if separate 
usage limiter configuration files 200 are implemented. 
[0045] The monitor of the application usage time 
limiter can also be used to monitor how long a particular 45 
business program, category of business programs, or 
folder of business programs are being used. For 
instance, perhaps Mom is doing consulting work and is 
paid for 20 hours per week. The application usage time 
limiter can be configured to display a message after 20 so 
hours of use of such programs within a given time frame 
(e.g., within a week starting on Monday) indicating that 
the 20 hours has been spent, and that presumably addi- 
tional time spent that week is being done for free. Over- 
all usage of a particular application, usage by a 55 
particular user, etc., can be derived from the entries in a 
suitable monitor log 300 such as that shown in Fig. 4. 
[0046] The application usage time limiter 100 can 



also be used to determine percentages the computer is 
used for work, investing, and personal use for IRS pur- 
poses, based on a designation of particular programs 
as either work-based, investing-based, and or personal- 
based, and a compilation of the entries 302-312 in the 
monitor log 300 shown in Fig. 4. A printed report can be 
provided for use by an accountant in determining per- 
sonal and professional tax liabilities. Moreover, the 
monitor log 300 and/or report can be electronically 
transferred (e.g., e-mailed) to a desired location, e.g., to 
a parent's laptop, PDA, or text pager when they are out 
of town for the weekend and the children are left to use 
the computer. 

[0047] Figs. 5A and 5B show an exemplary process 
flow diagram showing operation of the application 
usage time limiter shown in Fig. 1. 
[0048] In particular, as shown in Fig. 5A, an applica- 
tion usage time limiter program 100 is started. In step 
502, the time limiter 104 queries a user for a user name 
and password. The user may log out at any time, 
wherein the process returns to step 502 to query for the 
user name and password of another user. 
[0049] In step 508, the time limiter 104 monitors the 
operating system for started programs. 
[0050] In step 510, the time limiter 104 determines 
if an application program has started. If not, the process 
returns to step 508. However, if an application has been 
started, the process proceeds to step 512. 
[0051] In step 512, the time limiter 104 determines 
if the started program corresponds to any entry in the 
relevant usage limiter configuration file 200 for that user. 
If the started program corresponds to more than one 
entry in the usage limiter configuration file 200, a default 
entry is used, e.g., the first matching entry. 
[0052] If the started program is not listed in the 
usage limiter configuration file 200 and therefore not 
monitored by the time limiter 1 04, then the started appli- 
cation program is allowed to run freely, as shown in step 
514. However, if the started application is to be moni- 
tored, the process proceeds to step 516. 
[0053] In step 516, the time limiter 104 determines 
whether the started, monitored application program is a 
credit-giving or a credit-taking (i.e., debit) program. 
[0054] If the started, monitored program is a credit- 
giving program, in step 532, the program is allowed to 
run within configured time limits. 

[0055] In step 534, a user's log is periodically cred- 
ited with appropriate credits as determined by the con- 
figured entry in the relevant usage limiter configuration 
file 200. Step 534 repeats as long as the credit-giving 
application is run within the allowed time periods. More- 
over, the time limiter 104 monitors for the startup of 
additional programs as indicated by the process return- 
ing to step 508. 

[0056] If the started, monitored application program 
is a credit-taking program, in step 518 it is determined 
whether or not there are sufficient credits remaining for 
the successfully logged in user. 
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[0057] If there are insufficient credits for the logged 
m user, in step 520 the halt signal 137 is output by the 
time hmiter 1 04 (with appropriate time delay to allow the 
user sufficient time to save the program parameters) as 
shown in step 520, and an indication of "no credits 5 
remaining" or similar is provided in step 522. The proc- 
ess then returns to monitor for the startup of a new 
application program (presumably a credit-giving appli- 
cation if any), or for a logout and login of a new user. 
[0058] m step 524, the time limiter 104 determines w 
if the started, monitored program having sufficient cred- 
its is within allowed time limits (as determined from col- 
umn 222 of the usage limiter configuration file 200) If 
not, the halt signal 137 is output by the time limiter 104 
(with appropriate time delay to allow the user sufficient 15 
time to save the program parameters) as shown in step 
525, and an indication of "not within time limits" or simi- 
lar is provided in step 528. The process then returns to 
monitor for the startup of a new application program 
presumably a credit-giving application if any), or for a 20 
logout and login of a new user. 

[0059] If the started, monitored program is within 
appropriate time limits, then the program is allowed to 
continue to run as shown in step 530. 

[0060] Fig. 5B continues the process flow shown in 25 
Fig. 4. 

[0061] In step 540 of Fig. 5B, the remaining credits 
for the logged in user are periodically re-calculated and 
the user log 400 is updated to reflect the re-calculations 
based on program usage. ' 3Q 

[0062] In step 542, the time limiter 1 04 determines 
if there are sufficient credits remaining for the relevant 
user. 

[0063] If so, in step 544, the program is allowed to 
continue to run, and the process returns to step 540 to 35 
allow periodic credit re-calculations. 
[0064] if not, in step 546, a warning message is 
sent to the user that they must save their program 
parameters now or risk loosing important information 
[0065] In step 548, after a short period of time, the 40 
relevant application program is halted. 
[0066] in step 550, an indication of "no credits" or 
similar is provided to the user, and the process returns 
to step 508 to monitor for another started application (or 
for a logout of the user and login of another user). 45 
[0067] The application usage time limiter in accord- 
ance with the principles of the present invention encour- 
ages or imposes balanced computer usage in the 
home, e.g., by monitoring specific application usage 
Moreover, unused .programs (ever a period of absolute so 
time and/or computer usage time) can be flagged and 
removed using an appropriate software removal utility, 
e.g., as provided with WINDOWS™ 98 and similar oper- 
ating system programs, to free up disk space. The appli- 
cation usage time limiter can implement time-based 55 
restrictions to Internet usage, so your kids aren't up all 
night, e.g., in a chat room. 

[0068] The present invention includes applications 



run on computer devices separate from the computer 
device on which the application usage time limiter is 
being run. For instance, a CD ROM game station may 
input information to a serial port of the computer device 
(i.e., PC) running the application usage time limiter. Ide- 
ally, this serial connection between the CD ROM game 
station and the PC running the application usage time 
limiter will include a control protocol wherein the PC can 
halt or terminate operation of a particular game being 
played on the CD ROM game station and prevent fur- 
ther usage until a configured number of "credits" have 
been earned, e.g., using an educational program on the 

[0069] Increased security of the application usage 
limiter may be implemented within the principles of the 
present invention. For instance, if a time limited program 
is uninstalled in an attempt to bypass the usage limita- 
tions, and then re-installed afterwards, such un-installa- 
tions and re-installations can be informed to the parent 
or guardian, e.g., in the monitor log 300. Moreover to 
prevent alteration of the system real-time clock in'an 
attempt to extend usage of non-beneficial programs or 
reduce actual time spent on beneficial programs an 
alternative, internal real-time clock which can' be 
adjusted only by the parent or guardian with a password 
can be implemented in the background. 
[0070] While the invention has been described with 
reference to the pausing or termination of a non-benefi- 
cial program at a suitable time, the principles of the 
present invention apply equally to applications where 
suitable messages and warnings are provided to the 
user, but in which no program termination is necessary 
Similarly, the usage limiter in accordance with the prin- 
ciples of the present invention may simply provide a log 
of beneficial and non-beneficial use to a parent or 
guardian, preferably on a user-by-user basis. 
[0071] While the invention has been described with 
reference to the exemplary embodiments thereof, those 
skilled in the art will be able to make various modifica- 
tions to the described embodiments of the invention 
without departing from the scope of the invention. 

Claims 

1 . An application usage time limiter, comprising: 
a time limiter; and 

a usage limiter configuration file including at 
least one entry associating a first application 
program with a number of credits given based 
on usage of said first application program, and 
at least one entry associating a second appli- 
cation program with a number of credits taken 
away based on usage of said second applica- 
tion program; 

wherein said application usage time limiter lim- 
its use of said second application program 
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based on a number of available credits for a 
particular user. 

The application usage time limiter according to 
claim 1 , further comprising: 5 

a continual program use detector adapted to 
detect continual use of said second application 
program. 

10 

The application usage time limiter according to 
claim 1, wherein: 

said time limiter outputs a halt signal to an 
operating system to terminate operation of said 15 
second application after a predetermined 
number of credits for said particular user are 
exhausted. 

The application usage time limiter according to 20 
claim 1 , further comprising: 

a monitor log adapted to contain entries relat- 
ing to use of at least one of said first application 
program and said second application program. 25 

The application usage time limiter according to 
claim 1, further comprising: 

a user file associating a number of available 30 
credits for said particular user. 

The application usage time limiter according to 
claim 1 , wherein: 

35 

said first application program is operated on a 
separate processor than said second applica- 
tion program. 

s 

The application usage time limiter according to 40 
claim 6, further comprising: 

an external interface to allow information 
regarding usage of said first application pro- 
gram on said separate processor to be commu- 45 
nicated to said time limiter. 

The application usage time limiter according to 
claim 1 , wherein: 

50 

said application usage time limiter is a front end 
for at least one of said first application program 
and said second application program. 

The application usage time limiter according to 55 
claim 1 , wherein: 

said application usage time limiter is a back- 



ground program operated in a multi-tasking 
operating system of a computer. 

10. A method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial appli- 
cation program on a computer, comprising: 

monitoring a usage of a beneficial application 
program; and 

crediting a usage of a non-beneficial applica- 
tion program based on said monitored amount 
of usage of said beneficial application program. 

11. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 10, wherein: 

said usage of said beneficial application pro- 
gram is monitored for a particular user of said 
computer. 

12. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 10, wherein: 

said monitoring monitors an amount of usage. 

13. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 12, wherein: 

said amount of usage is measured in time. 

14. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 13, wherein: 

said time is measured starting substantially 
from when said beneficial application program 
is commenced. 

15. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 12, wherein: 

said amount of usage is measured in an 
amount of user input. 

16. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 15, wherein: 

said user input is keystrokes. 

17. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 10, wherein: 
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said monitoring monitors a oua.ity of usage. beneficia) app|icatjon prQgram ^ ^ ^ 

18. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial amount of allowed usage is exhausted. 



application program on a computer according to 
claim 17, wherein: 

said quality is determined by an evaluation of 
associated learning by said user. 

19. The method of limiting usage of a non-beneficial 10 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 1 0, further comprising: 

restricting operation of at least one of said ben- 
eficial application program and said non-bene- is 
ficial program to within a configured time of day. 

20. The method of limiting usage of a non -beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 10, further comprising: 20 

terminating operation of said non-beneficial 
application program after said credited amount 
of allowed usage is exhausted. 

21. Apparatus for limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer, comprising: 

means for monitoring an amount of usage of a 
beneficial application program; and 

means for crediting an amount of allowed 
usage of a non-beneficial application program 
based on said monitored amount of usage of 
said beneficial application program. 

22. The apparatus for limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 21, wherein: 

said means for monitoring monitors an amount 
of usage of said beneficial application program 
for a particular user of said computer. 

23. The apparatus for limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 
claim 21 , further comprising: 

means for restricting operation of at least one 
of said beneficial application program and said 
non-beneficial program to within a configured 
time of day. 

24. The apparatus for limiting usage of a non-beneficial 
application program on a computer according to 55 
claim 21 , further comprising: 

means for terminating operation of said non- 
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